MARRIAGE: THE PERFORMANCE OF A PROMISE

Romans 7:18, 24, 25

The theme of this banquet is “I promise to love.”  The historical usage of the word “promise” suggests an oral or written agreement or contract to do or not do something. Therefore in the context of the theme, one could say that I have made an agreement or contract to love.  Of course, the theme is open ended, in the sense that individual, group or global institutions can be the target of discussion.  Tonight, I will confine my thoughts to the institution of marriage. 

In marriage, a meaningful question to the theme, “I promise to love,” might very well be, “how do I perform the promise to love?” I have therefore chosen and decided not to deal so much with “the promise” to love, but rather with, how to perform the promise to love. The operative word is “Performance.” Consequently, as a point of reference, I will use as my subject, Marriage: The Performance of a Promise.
In Romans 4, the Apostle reminds the saints in Rome that Abraham did not stagger at God’s promise that his legal heir would come from the loins of his body and Sarah’s womb, which were considered dead in the procreation cycle.   Abraham was fully persuaded that God could perform what he promised. 

What a promise! But like potential, a promise is empty rhetoric without performance. Therefore God, who does not deal in false promises nor empty rhetoric, verified and validated his promise by performance. It was a performance that would not be a function of Abraham‘s deeds but of his faith, a faith that transcends time, space, and the natural responses and inclinations of humanity.   The birth of Issaac was the verification that God performed his promise. 

In the context of marriage vows we promise and agree to love in sickness and in health, for richer or poorer, and to keep ourselves unto each other as long as we both shall live. But how many of you know that it is not just about saying it but rather doing it, performing what you said you would do. Ahh, doing it, performing it, that’s where the rubber meets the road. 

There are striking statistics that  suggest that  more than half of all marriages fail to perform or sustain their promise to love, and consequently end up in divorce or separation. There is also a preponderance of evidence that many of those that do remain together, do so, not out of love but of the fear of rejection, both of one’s spouse and society and the loss of emotional and financial security, to name a few.In the face of these factors and other internal and external forces designed to degrade, frustrate and destroy marital relationships, how does one perform their promise to love? I shall persue that question shortly, but first let me say something about divorce which has become the proverbial “snake oil” to fix marital problems.

I believe that God is disturbed, and I know the stability of the family unit is compromised, when the legal approach of divorce becomes the first option to solve marital problems. Church folk even use certain scriptures to validate their decision. Such as, “if your eye or hand offend you cut it off.”  Spiritually, it means to cut off or cut away those things that generate sinful practices and impede spiritual growth, and cause you to end up in eternal hell.  Physically it means to cut off those diseased limbs that could destroy the whole body.  Socially, it could mean to divorce or separate from a spouse or relationships that could destroy you mentally and physically.  But it should not be the first and obvious choice.  

Close examination might show that it is salvagable. The life and limbs of many were saved by the grace of God without resorting to homicide, or suicide. But the theme still begs the question, “how do I perform my promise?” Let me now persue that question with four steps.

Four Steps: 

1.Learn to communicate: Good Communication is 80% listening and 20% speaking. It’s thinking twice before speaking once.  It’s trying to understand before being understood. It’s promoting unity, rather than division in a relationship.  Unity, not in the sense of sameness, but as complimentary oneness, where one’s weakness is compensated by the strength of another.  It broadens your paradigm of your self and others. It helps to deposit trust in your emotional bank account, which is one of the foundation stones of any productive relationship.  At the root of communication problems are perception and credibility problems.  Each think that they are right. Each think their view of the world is the right view and therefore the only view.

2. Sharpen the saw reguarly.  That means to take the opportunity to enhance and preserve the four dimensions of your nature.  Dr. Covey refers to them as the physical, mental, spiritual, and social/emotional. 

· The physical and mental involves taking care of your body. Performance of any kind is difficult when you are not physically fit and mentally strong. Eat right and exercise to keep your body strong. Sharpen your personal skills and talents through education and training. Reading, writing, organizing and planning,  

· The spiritual involves meditation, prayer, and studying the scriptures, which essentially means you spend quality time with God. 

· The social/emotional dimension of your nature involves patience, learning how to control self, to diffuse rather than escalate negative situations. 

 I don’t care how hard you push or pull with a saw, expending great amounts of energy, if you don’t sharpen the saw, you will take more time, accomplish less, and expend twice as much energy. 

3. Implement the natural and governing laws and principles of the farm.  Procrastinating and cramming don’t work on a farm.  Some things must be done daily, some seasonally, according to natural cycles. On the farm, the animals must be taken care of on a daily basis.  If you expect a harvest, you must prepare the ground, put in the seed, cultivate, weed, and water. 

Likewise in a marriage, there are no quick fixes, no instantaneous success formulas, like those often presented in positive mental attitude rallies and seminars.

The fourth and most important step is found in Romans 7 where Paul’s responds to his own questions on how to perform that which is good, and who shall deliver him.  His answer was, “I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord.  This step simply means that you:

4. “Ask Christ how to perform your promise. “You have not because you ask not.” To say that Jesus is the answer,” may sound like an old cliché, but without a doubt He wants  you to cast all of your cares upon him because He cares for you. 

These steps may not be easy but they are essential to “performing our promise to love.” To embrace these steps may mean re-programming and rescripting  what you’ve been taught and learned from others. 

In my conclusion, let me recap: 

When your spouse put such a strain on the relationship that it begs the question, “How can I perform my promise to love. 

1. Communicate: Listen more than talk. Respect the other’s view of the world. Don’t be judgmental.  Communicate your appreciation and trust in each other’s strengths and toleration each other’s weaknesses. Communicate with unity in mind not division.

2. Sharpen the saw regularly by enhancing the four dimensions of your nature.  They include the physical, which is your body, the mental, which is your mind, the spiritual, which is your soul,  and the social/emotional, which include the virtue of patience. 

3. Implement the law of the farm, don’t procrastinate, nor hurriedly do what requires time. Don’t expect a harvest unless you work at it.  Don’t expect a happy marriage nor a successful relationship unless you work at it.  Finally, and most importantly;

4. Ask Jesus to help you and then trust in Him to perform his promise, so that you can perform yours.  Your promise to love.
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